I
n industrial countries sex ratio at birth (SRB) (male/ female) varies between 1.07 and 1.03, with a decreasing trend in the past few decades. 1 Population statistics of the past 20 years report that SRB in China is constantly and considerably increasing. According to official census data, the SRB of Chinese newborn babies was 1.168 in 2000 but in some provinces it exceeded 1.3. 2 The increase of SRB has been a cause of concern in China as it is considered a possible cause of relevant social problems for the future, because of the increasing surplus of adult men without a female partner.
As no data are currently available about the SRB among Chinese living outside their homeland, we decided to calculate the SRB of an entire population of live births born during a decade to ethnic Chinese people settled abroad.
PARTICIPANTS, METHODS, AND RESULTS
Tuscany, a region in central Italy with 3.4 million inhabitants, has had a relevant influx of immigrants from China's People Republic since the early 1990s. According to Italian Statistics Bureau data, 17 400 Chinese immigrants were living in Tuscany by the end of 2002.
Using the data of the Tuscan neonatal screening programme for cystic fibrosis for the 1 July 1992 to 30 June 2002 period, on the basis of the information contained in the forms filled out at birth by the obstetricians, we separated the children born to both Chinese parents from other Tuscan babies. No children with just one Chinese parent were reported. As the screening programme covers 99.9% of the region's newborn babies, 3 we are confident that we analysed an entire population of Chinese infants born abroad. Then we calculated the SRB of the two groups both overall and by year, and their 95% confidence intervals (95%CI). Differences
Key points
N In an entire population of children born in Italy to Chinese immigrants in the past 10 years, sex ratio at birth was not as high as that reported in China, and it was similar to that of Italian newborn babies.
N The population of Chinese immigrants that was taken in to study did not abandon their cultural preference for sons, were not forbidden to know the sex of fetuses during pregnancies, and no limitation in the number of children was imposed to them by law.
N No other factors among those known to have an influence on sex ratio at birth seem to be responsible for the phenomenon we describe.
N The ''one child family'' rule seems to be an important cause of the high sex ratio at birth observed in China in the past 20 years. 4 
COMMENTS
The SRB of the entire population of Chinese infants born in Tuscany is significantly lower than that of Chinese babies born in their homeland and is not different from that of nonChinese Tuscan babies.
To explain the high SRB found in China, besides the well known strong cultural preference for sons 2 4 5 a wide use of ultrasonography for antenatal sex detection and selective abortion of female fetuses has been described despite laws that strictly prohibit such practice. 2 4 5 Moreover, a considerable under-registration of female births has been evidenced. 2 4 5 The ''one child family'' policy introduced by China's authorities in 1979 has been considered among the possible causes of both of the described practices. 2 5 Overlapping the traditional son preference, it has stimulated on the one hand antenatal sex selection-so that the only permitted child is a son-and on the other hand the under-reporting of female babies-so as not to deprive couples of another opportunity to have a son.
Our data are particularly interesting considering that in Tuscany antenatal sex detection is not prohibited and fetal ultrasonography, medical assistance during pregnancy, and abortion are provided free of charge to Chinese immigrants, whereas nothing suggests that they have abandoned their cultural preference for sons.
Many factors have been reported that influence SRB: medical factors (such as variations in sexual hormone levels, paternal and maternal age, etc), occupational exposures to substances and environmental pollutants. 1 To our knowledge, no elements suggest a role of such factors in determining a lower SRB in Chinese born in our region.
Our data show that in social contexts in which a cultural preference for sons exists, the presence of rules limiting the number of children per family has a role in determining a higher SRB.
Italy is lower than in China
Sex ratio at birth among Chinese babies born in 
